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ABSTRACT
HOMETOWN,MISSISSIPPI: Portraits From Ripley
(Under the direction of Dr. David Wharton)

This thesis explores a brief portion of the identity of Ripley. Mississippi, through
oral histories given by six individuals. Over the course of nine months, I interv iewed and
photographed these selected people and took pictures of the town using a 35mm film
SLR camera. All the film and prints were processed and developed by myself in the
darkroom at the University of Mississippi. Photographs dating from the early 1900s were
displayed with re-photography ofthe same location to help accompany individuals'
stories and show the physical changes of Ripley over time. Though these stories and
photographs are not a comprehensive representation of the entire town over the course of
the last century, they do serve as a glimpse into my hometown's character, history and
change through the years.
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INTRODUCTION

Followed by,‘‘what's your name?"’ usually the next question searches deeper into
one’s identity - “Where are you from?’' The hometown is an essential qualifier in
Southern culture, and like a name, is something people are given at birth without having
any say in the matter. For me, my hometown is Ripley, Mississippi.

Ripley is located in Tippah County, in the northeast part of Mississippi. The
upside-down “T” -shaped County is bordered by Tennessee to its north with Benton,
Union, Prentiss and Alcorn counties surrounding its Mississippi sides. The word
“Tippah” is derived from the Choctaw word meaning “cut off.” The county received its
name due to being cut off from surrounding areas by what is now called the Tippah
Creek. The town of Ripley was incorporated as the county seat of Tippah County in 1837
and has grown to 5,395 people.

To many non-residents of the town, Ripley is best known for one of its traditions
that began in 1893: First Monday Trade Day. Originating as a trade day for farmers, this
monthly market attracted visitors to the city square with horses, cattle, produce and
wagons in tow to carry goods back home. In the late 1950s, the trade day evolved into a
monthly social event for farmers and vendors from miles around, including women and
children in the festivities. About twenty years later, the trade day further evolved into a
flea market as it moved to a new fifty-acre location just south of the city. These trade
days still occur the Saturday and Sunday before the first Monday of each calendar month.
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Ripley also boasts another historical legacy. Serving as a soldier, lawver.
politician, businessman, author and great-grandfather to author William Faulkner,
Colonel William Clark Falkner is celebrated as a part of the town's history. Settling in
Ripley in 1842 at the age of 17, Falkner today is remembered for his service in the
Confederate Army, as a railroad entrepreneur, as author of The

Rose ofMemphiIS,

and for his untimely and violent death. In 1889, former business partner Richard
Thurmond shot Falkner on the west side of the Ripley square. Each fall, the town
commemorates this prominent figure through an arts festival including historical skits
about Colonel Falkner, tours exhibiting locations relevant to Colonel Falkner's life,
including the site of his murder and his grave in the Ripley Cemetery.

Physically, Ripley is located at the intersection oftwo main highways - Highway
4 and Highway 15. This surrounding area contains all the essentials: fuel, funds and food.
Two gas stations, the fire department. The People’s Bank and McDonald’s mark the
center of traffic and begins the litter of franchised business along Highway 15, which
runs to Tennessee towards the north and to New Albany, Mississippi, towards the south.
First Baptist Church, McBride Funeral Home and the Ripley Public Library are within
fifty feet of each other. Also in close proximity to this nucleus is what once was the
town’s core - the courthouse square.

With the courthouse two stories tall in the middle, the encircling buildings house
small businesses - old and new. Many of the facades have remained the same, though
their interiors have been repurposed. Law offices, a dance studio, a flower shop, a gift
shop, a Hispanic church, an inn and several junk stores are among the businesses
surviving where was once the commerce capital of the city. Perhaps the only unchanged
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business on the square is R.L. Nance & Co., a hardware store, located on the east side of
the square.

With time, not only has the physical appearance of Ripley changed, but the
town s inhabitants have as well. What was once an economy based on agriculture now
relies on industrial factories like Ashley Furniture and Oil Dry. Geographically, the city
is an easy commute to larger cities with more job opportunities such as Tupelo,
Mississippi, or Memphis, Tennessee. This shift has changed the nature of commerce as
well as the overall population. The city has seen an influx of minorities into its population
that in turn has created a new culture within the past twenty-five years. In fact, between
the 2000 and 2010 census, Ripley saw a 1.52 percent net decrease in population, but saw
a 130.86 percent increase of Hispanic or Latino people into the town. One example of
this can be seen in the growth ofthe Catholic community of Ripley. While there are
numerous Protestant churches housing various denominations, many of which have more
than one church, there was not a single unified group of Catholic believers until 1997. In
2005, the faith had grown to a point where the group moved out of their makeshift
location of a former drug store into their newly-built church building on the north side of

Highway 15.

I have seen many of these changes within my lifetime. On December 16, 1990,1
was bom in Memphis, Tennessee - the only city of any size near my hometown. My
parents and two older brothers then traveled 85 miles to bring me to where I would spend
the next 22 years of my life - in Ripley, Mississippi.
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When I was 16, I started to attend Mississippi's public, residential high school —
the Mississippi School for Math and Science in Columbus, Mississippi, about 110 miles
away. Upon high school graduation, I moved a little closer to home and went to the
University of Mississippi, some sixty miles from Ripley. Though I was “away^'from
Ripley those six years, my home was always a short car ride away.

Now upon college graduation, I am making a move away from my small southern
hometown to a large adventure with Teach for America in New York, New York. As I
prepare for this lifestyle change, I continue to think about who I am and how I became
the person I am today. Without a doubt, the town of Ripley is imbedded within me. In
fact, I believe one of the best ways to get to know someone is by visiting their hometown.
Because of this, it became my goal to investigate what Ripley was to me and what the
town is as a whole so I could in turn better explain who I am throughout the rest of my

life.

Since I grew up in Ripley, I already had a sense of what the town meant to me.
From my point of view, I never had to question what FUpley was or why things were the
way they were because that is how things were since my childhood. Change within my
lifetime came gradually and unnoticed in many cases. Because of this, I challenged
myself to step back and take on a new perspective of the town. By talking to people six or
seven decades older than myself, I began to gain a more comprehensive image of the
town over the past one hundred years. Knowing what the town was like in the past helped
me to know the heritage of the older generation of Ripley. Consequently, this helped me
to connect how this generation has influenced the way I was raised.
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In a way, through searching into Ripley’s history, I was allowing myself to spend
time with the town I had never done while growing up. I had a desire to fill in the gaps
and find answers to questions I had never taken the time to ask. I knew that many citizens
of Ripley had stories to tell if given the opportunity.

One story in particular immediately came to mind. Every morning on the way to
elementary school, my mother and my two older brothers would drive past the Pickens’
home. Mom would prompt us to see if the Pickenses pet gopher was out that day. These
elderly people raised a stray gopher since it was small and the story always intrigued me.
I knew the story well, but I wanted the chance to hear the story the way it should be told
— a first-hand account from the Pickens siblings.

Though their story about a boy gopher named Sue was charming, a different
narrative began to emerge. Billie Mae Pickens, 86 years old, has lived in their house on
Jefferson Street her entire life. I went searching for a simple story and left with a new
perspective of change in Ripley from the vantage point of Billie Mae’s lifetime home.

As is common in stories told by southerners, there is always mention of‘^so-andso. For Lon and Billie Mae Pickens, they recalled several road trips including one to
Mexico City, Mexico, with their friends Holland McKinnon and her husband. I grew-up
knowing Mrs. McKinnon from First Baptist Church. Though I ‘‘hugged her neck'’
countless times through the years, 1 never asked for her story and for her perspective of

Ripley.
McKinnon sat three pews behind my family at church and that is exactly where
her story kept returning. Through any change the church underwent such as a change in
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location and a number of changes in pastors, McKinnon remained faithful in attendance.
During my time at First Baptist, I have seen several changes in administration along with
the renovation of the building. McKinnon shared her reasons for staying faithful to First
Baptist Church of Ripley and in turn helped shape the way I see the church. Today,
McKinnon supports her local church ser\ice in the lobby of Magnolia Place Personal
Care Home in New Albany, Mississippi. Still, members of First Baptist like JoAnn Munn
keep McKinnon involved with First Baptist through frequent visits.

Like Mrs. McKinnon, I was familiar with JoAnn “J’’ Munn from church.
However, I was ignorant of her history with the town of Ripley. Unlike the Pickenses,
Munn has only lived in Ripley for 46 years. However, through interactions wath kids
when she worked as the secretary at Ripley High School and now through seeing people
at her current job as the office receptionist and clerical administrator at McBride Funeral
Home, Munn has seen a change in the citizens of the small towm. While it is not a
revelation that people change with time, Munn’s story is more about compassion for
others. To me, Munn’s character exemplifies that of many Ripley citizens and serves as
another snapshot of the town.

Munn introduced me to Mr. Frank Humphrey, a 91-year-old man who is well
versed in a multitude of stories. Humphrey rattled off story after story about Ripley. He
was able to mentally account for the changes of the buildings around town square while
adding personal narratives of shenanigans in those buildings. While it was not surprising
to me that the facades of the buildings are different and their purposes changed, 1 was
intrigued by much of the content of Humphrey's stories. Many of the stories flickered in
black-and-white in my mind like a Turner Classic Movie drama. Stories of boys hopping
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on train cars, running from the law, playing with fireworks, gambling, and alcohol were
all so far removed from my image of my hometown. These stories gave me a sense of the
evolution of Ripley from what one might think of as a traditional southern town into w hat
is now a modem southern town.

Finally, Mr. Tommy Covington filled in the gaps of factual information by
helping me search for all the unanswered questions I had. Working at the Ripley Public
Library for thirty-five years and serving as the town’s unofficial historian, Covington is
well acquainted with the town’s prominent figures, history and changes. At times our
intellectual curiosities veered off track from the essential information needed because
with each answer came more questions. Covington taught me research methods that
helped guide me in information. For example, when looking at photographs of the square,
one could date the picture based on landmarks such as a statue that used to sit on the
southwest comer. This statue was built in 1911 and moved in 1970 after being hit by a
truck. Another simple way to date a picture is through looking at automobiles. Though all
the historical information was important in gaining an understanding of the timeline of
Ripley’s past, Covington also shared his story while provided a deeper context for the
change in culture over his lifetime. Covington saw a shift in the agricultural industry,
change in transportation and the extinction of several Ripley traditions.

To accompany these stories, old photographs visually showed some of the
changes in Ripley. Photographs from the early 1900s show the gradual development of
the town square. Gathering photographs from the 1950s and the late 20^*" century show a
progression of change to the physical structure of buildings, which still stand today. Not
only do these photographs show physical change, but they also demonstrate changes in
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the culture of Ripley. One photograph shows mules and wagons on the square for a nowextinct event called “Cow Days.*' Another photograph, labeled as the business center of
the square from the 1970s, shows automobiles parked in front of businesses.

I was able to recreate similar images of these old photographs through re
photography. With re-photography, I approximated the location and angle the original
image was taken. I then took a new picture with the same composition as the old image I
was mimicking. When placing these two images side-by-side, one no longer has to
imagine the change the town has undergone. Seeing the jump in scenery from these
images is important to see the change, and in some cases, the continuity of Ripley.

These new photographs I took serve as a way to preserve the appearance of the
interviewees and the physical structure of Ripley today. Each photograph was taken with
a 35mm film camera, a Canon Rebel 2000. I then processed and developed both the film
and the prints using the University of Mississippi’s darkroom. The grainy black-andwhite images evoke a feeling of nostalgia and antiquity in the individuals’ portraits and is
visually similar to the old photographs selected in the re-photography.

As I took these new photographs, I was able to interact with the town in a way I
had not expected. When walking around the square, I would take time to stop and speak
with storeowners. Without much prompting on my part, people were eager to share
information about their business and the life their building has seen over time. Mrs. Mary
Jane Brinkley, owner of the Grapevine Village, a building that was once a bank and
telephone company, was eager to take me around the building built in the early 1900s.
The workers at Next to New brought me old photographs and news articles about the
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town without me asking. Upon mention ofthis project to the people at the Peoples Bank.
I was shown countless black-and-white pictures ofthe town. Mr. Nance of Nance
Hardware told me about his story and the slight changes it has seen since his father
Opened the store in 1924.

With each ofthese stories, the interviews I held with the Pickenses, McKinnon.
Munn, Humphrey and Covington, and with the re-photography project, I was able to
compile portraits of specific aspects of Ripley. This look at Ripley is limited to the small
selection of interviews conducted and the specific demographics ofthe interviewees. The
experiences of these Caucasians over the age of sixty-five are quite different from the
younger generations of Ripley and those of different ethnicities. Though it is impossible
for the entire story of Ripley to be told in full, this project serves as a glimpse into the
history of Ripley and displays where the town is today.

Perhaps it will be years before I am able to spend a substantial amount oftime in
Ripley again. As I move onto the next stage in my life, it is possible I may never have the
opportunity to fully engage my hometown as I have done for the past seven months.
When I do return, I do not expect an unchanged town. That is why it is important to me to
preserve Ripley and what it means to me. The purpose of this thesis is to answer the
question “where are you from” not by telling you the name of my hometown, but by
showing you what Ripley was in the past and what it is today through the lives of five
individuals. 1 will let these stories and these pictures represent a part Hometown,
Mississippi - portraits of the past.
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BILLIE MAE AND LON PICKENS

Billie Mae Pickens has lived in the same house her entire life. Her father built the
house in 1925 and she was bom on October 10, 1926. She commuted twenty-six miles to
college in Booneville for her teaching degree, taught for thirty years, has been retired for
thirty-four and currently lives with her brother, Lon.

Throughout the 86 years Billie Mae Pickens has lived at 407 East Jefferson, she
has seen many things change in the small town of Ripley. Billie Mae saw a change in
students that she taught as they grew from pupils to leaders in the community. From the
vantage point of her front porch, she saw roads become paved and traffic more frequent.
Throughout all the changes, the Pickens’ home remained relatively the same. The original
shape and structure of the house is still sound and has only had small, superficial
changes.

They sat on the white swing their father crafted as their feet brushed the paved
patio beneath. Billie Mae remembered the potted plants her mother would surround the
porch with and how her father would complain they were rotting the ends of the then
planked porch.

Beyond the iron-lined steps of the front porch, the lot spanned all the way from
the far comer of an empty lot where a pecan tree once stood to the middle of the town
creek that separates the Pickens’ lot from the lot where a McDonald's now stands. This

11

acre of land saw the start of a young family and provided for that family as well. Lon and
Billie Mae s father made good use of the land for his income. Not only did he use the
space for his career as a w^oodworker, but he also created unconventional avenues for
revenue.

“Daddy was always thinking of something to do for a little extra income/' Billie
Mae said.

On the ground where the garage has stood for the past twenty years was planted a
large garden with additional income seeded in the soil. A cotton field, tomatoes, a
beehive, a minnow tank and even a potato house for curing potatoes were all sectioned
off in the Pickens' backyard. In fact, the siblings remember their father advertising in the
local newspaper, the Southern Sentinel, room for others to store their potatoes in their
potato house for 10 cents a bushel. As small kids, Billie Mae and Lon were both
responsible for making sure the potato house was heated at the right temperature and that
the minnows were available for fishermen.

“You had to keep the fire running constantly in the potato house. I’d get up
through the night,” Billie Mae said. “If it was too cold, they wouldn’t cure. If it was too
hot, they’d sprout.”

It didn’t bother the men going fishing to wake me up at 3 in the morning, either,"
Billie Mae added.

The siblings also had another task. The family kept a cow.
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“There wasn't dairy or anjthing like that/' Billie Mae said. “Everyone had their
own cow. We had a beautiful Jersey Cow.“

Lon would milk and deliver 2-quart containers to houses before school and pick
up the bottles after class. Billie Mae was responsible for the butter.

Today, instead of tending to the crops and cow, bees and minnows, the Pickenses
gather pecans and freeze them away to sell to fnends. While there were originally four
pecan trees lining the front of the lot, only one stands today. Planted in 1924 before the
house was built, the tree is close to the same age as Lon.

As the sun began to sink behind the large pecan tree in their front yard, the
Pickenses went inside behind a plastic screen door to guard against the Mississippi
mosquitoes. Billie Mae sat on the edge of the floral sofa telling tales ofteaching
shorthand and typing while Lon listened to the dozens of clocks marking the passing
seconds. Lon collects clocks and displays them anywhere he can find. While each has its
own story, their prized piece is the clock their father bought for $3.50 from Sears
Roebuck before the house was built. As kids, their father warned them “not to bother” the
clock. Today the Pickenses still treat the clock with great care and it is still ticking.

Billie Mae peered out towards the road and took note ofthe passing cars. Lon
lounged in his leather armchair as he recounted his time with the 155th Infantry in New
Guinea, his fifty-three years of perfect attendance in Sunday school, and his craftsman
career with his father. The house showcased their father’s work everywhere from the
crafted wood, like their round wooden table, to the intricate maple and walnut parquet
floor. Lon remembers his father bringing home the small wood pieces for the floor.
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“He*d bring them home in a potato sack," Lon said as he laughed about helping
his father place the floor when he was only four or five years old.

Lon and Billie Mae both claim over 2,000 pieces comprise the floor tessellation.
“That was the beginning of my woodwork career," Lon said.
Billie Mae stood and moved towards the kitchen to exhibit changes in the home.
She stopped to lean against the hand-crafted table her father made as she mentally walked
through each room in the small house and recounted each item left behind from their
parents along with each change made. She noted the marble slab in front of the open
fireplace. The beaded pine ceilings were now covered. The bones ofthe house once were
covered with wallpaper to separate the rooms and were now insulated and concealed with
Sheetrock. In the 1950s, Lon built cabinets in the kitchen.

’Any changes to the house, Lon did it,” Billie Mae said.

What is now the laundry room is the location ofthe old well in the back that once
provided the house with running water. Their father even engineered the water to be
heated by the woodstove while their mother cooked meals.

That’s how daddy operated,” Lon said. “He’d try to stay ahead of the Joneses.’*

In the 1950s, the majority of Tippah County had electricity. After years of
begging her father, they finally bought a new stove.

When he finally let me buy an electric stove, he wouldn’t let us get rid of the
wood one,” Billie Mae said.

14

Each of these tales was recounted matter offactly. While they both admit to living
comparatively comfortably while growing up, they are able to contrast their childhood to
the state of their lives today. The Pickenses share memories of cold winters, hot
summers, hard work and “doing without.” They share these memories - not with
fondness, but in a way that simply stated how things were. In these stories, there is
affection for the past, but a deeper appreciation for the present.

guess you could say we came up the hard way,” Lon said.

But we didn’t know any different,” Billie Mae added.

Now, well into their retirement, the siblings appreciate the house and the time
they have spent there together. In the past years, Billie Mae has traveled to 48 states on
various bus tours. According to her, traveling is the only time when she has not slept in
her own bed. In fact, 26 days is the longest she has ever been away from home. The
comfort of familiarity and memories keep her close to where her heart feels at home.

We’ve had a mighty good life here,” Billie Mae said. The whole time.

15
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FRANK HUMPHREY

On any given Friday afternoon, one knows where to find Frank Humphrey.
Though this 91-year-old man has trouble seeing, hearing and maintaining his dripping
nose with a handkerchief, he always keeps his Friday routine. Humphrey sits among
mismatched sofas, outdated knickknacks and various almost antiques in Ripley,
Mississippi’s off-the-square junk store ‘'Next to New.” He makes himself comfortable on
one of the many couches and talks about Ripley in the days of his youth, adding on
childhood narratives as he reminisces.

Before telling about changes to nearby buildings, Humphrey started at the most
logical location - the very room he was sitting in now. He explained that while the room
now was floored and roofed, it originally was not. That center room of Next to New once
was the courtyard for one of Ripley's hotels. The Craig Hotel was complete with
apartments, upstairs banquet room for High School senior dances and even a hotel grill.

The Ripley Humphrey grew up in was different from Ripley as it stands today.
Not only have the buildings changed their purpose and appearance over time, but also the
character of the town has changed in many ways. Humphrey lived in a time when alcohol
was allowed in the city limits, whereas today the entire county is dry. Frank told of his
experiences with alcohol in the hotel grill.
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On one particular evening, Humphrey recalls walking into the grill as a 10-yearold kid and running into Oscar Shannon, one of his schoolteachers and his Boy Scout
leader. It was only the two them and the bartender in the place.

“I said, ‘Give me a beer - a mug of beer.' And he did![Shannon] sent me a mug
of beer."

Humphrey said that he was so “embarrassed" his schoolteacher and troop leader
actually bought him a five-cent beer though he was underage.

“I didn't know what to do with the beer when I got it,” Humphrey said. “So I just
turned it up and drank every drop of it.

I set it down and walked out that door. I don’t know why in the world he did it.

Humphrey got a good laugh out of this. After Humphrey’s chuckles subsided, he
continued talking of Ripley’s architectural past by pointing toward a building a few doors
towards the square - The Dixie Theater. Today this building, shaded by a black-andwhite awning, is the location for the community’s plays and musicals. However, its
namesake, the original Dixie Theater, was a picture show at a different location.

Today, where the old Dixie Theater building once was is a building that houses
R.L. Nance & Co., the oldest surviving business on the square. About a year after its first
showing on June 19, 1924, the Dixie Theater opened in a new location. Where Eaton,
Babb & Smith, P.A. stands, was the site of a one of the Dixie Theater’s buildings that
many refer to as the “Airdome.” This version of the theater lasted until it burned on
August 6, 1986. During that time, Mr. Fred Crawford of Ashland, Mississippi, opened a
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different

movie theater at the location where the community theater is today. According

lo Humphrey, this building was built about 1935 or 1936.

“Fred Crawford from Booneville put [the theater] there,” Humphrey said. “It
maybe lasted a year or two. That was about it.”

The theater was reincarnated in December of 1986 at its current location as a
movie theater. In the mid-90s. it closed again, only to be reopened in 2007 as the
community theater it is today.

The Dixie Theater is well known in the Ripley community and its name has
survived through the years. However, it was not the only theater in Ripley. Mr. Jim Street
had another picture show at the same time as the original Dixie Theater.

“Where now they have them storage houses,” Humphrey said while remembering
the location, “there was a big tin building there. That tin building was put in for a picture
show.”

This second theater was half the cost of the Dixie Theater, charging its customers
a nickel per show. The tin building sat on a lot that gently slanted down. Rows of wooden
benches sat patrons as they watched silent films.

“When I say benches, I mean just a bench,” Humphrey said. “They didn't have a
back on it. They didn’t have any cushions in it or anything else.”

Since there was not a balcony in the small building, there was a segregated
section located at the back of the building.

“Colored people and white people didn’t sit together those days," Humphrey said.
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LawTence “Sailor" Muse ran the projector from the back ofthe room. Miriam
Pitner played a piano to accompany the action of the moving pictures. Humphrey
described the way the piano would crescendo as the Indians chased the cowboys in old
western films. During romantic scenes, a serenade would enhance the mood ofthe
flickering black-and-white actors.

The piano provided the only sound.

“Other than that," Humphrey said, “it was completely silent.’

Humphrey then laughed for saying that Miriam “played” the piano. In reality, the
pianist was only the operator of a player piano.

“I was talking to Miriam one day and I said T sure did admire the way you played
that piano down there,”’ Humphrey said. “She couldn’t play a lick! It was a player
piano!I”

While the original buildings have been replaced, the memories for Humphrey and
the remaining four of the twenty-three members of his 1939 graduating class are still
embedded deep in their minds. Several bars and cafes provided slot machines for
customer’s entertainment on the north edge of town, but gambling is now restricted to
Mississippi’s Indian reservations and the water-bordered skirts of the state. Then the
movies cost a dime and much of people’s entertainment involved interactions with other
people.

With affordable transportation, activities such as going to the movies have been
outsourced to neighboring communities such as New Albany, Corinth, Tupelo, and even

20

Memphis, Tennessee, some 85 miles away. Few people remain that remember that ‘‘old
days of Riple\- and the e\eryda>- “adventures" of youth. Teenagers no longer seem
satisfied with homegrown ad\ entures. Roaming the town on foot, playing with fireworks
and recalling the past through evermore elaborate stories have been replaced with popular
culture movie and music references.

Regardless of the changes around Humphrey, he still has his Friday afternoon
Next to New sessions and stories for anyone with a listening ear.
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HOLLAND MCKINNON

In 2009, at the age of 89, Mrs. Holland McKinnon sold her house in Ripley,
Mississippi, packed up her belongings and moved beyond Tippah County. The journey to
Magnolia Place Personal Care Home in New Albany, Mississippi, was only twenty miles
and her belongings were few. The dormitory-sized room, number 26, served as her new
home where her hall neighbors replaced Ripley friends left behind. Despite the move,
McKinnon adjusted to her new home almost instantly. Her large personality spilled past
the “M" decorating her door and into the hearts of Magnolia Place workers and residents
alike.

There were several factors in McKinnon's decision to leave her home at that point
in her life. After she suffered a hip injury, McKinnon began looking into alternative
living homes where she would still be independent, yet have help available if needed. Her
announcement of the move came as a shock to her friends, family and her church family.
Though some were worried, McKinnon assured them she would be at home at Magnolia
Place.

“It’s the closest to a home as I’ve ever been. Well, it is home. I don’t have a thing.
We don't own anything in Ripley anymore. I don’t think about it,” McKinnon said.
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McKinnon's \ oice cracked with age as she spoke about her previous homes. She
began with Pine Gro\ e - the place she spent the majority of her life. She was bom in her
grandfather's house and lived there as a child until he built her family a house next door.

“We lived on his farm and farmed his land, my granddaddy's. He built us a little
three-room house out there. And his old house is still standing. It's an old, old house.
Now you imagine how old that would be. Oh, way over a hundred. It's still good. It’s got
the same roof on it that my granddaddy put on it.''

She moved from that house in 1938 after graduating from high school. McKinnon
continued her education at Northwest Mississippi Community College in Senatobia,
Mississippi.

‘i left them to go to college — Northwest. A lot of people wonder,‘What were you
doing at Northwest?' Well, I got a scholarship to play [basketjball. And I went over there
and I stayed over there. We didn’t have cars. We’re not like you folks. And I stayed over
there three or four months before I ever come home.”

It was at Northwest that McKinnon met her husband, Willard McKinnon.

“We married in '39 — Thanksgiving. The only thing exciting about that is that we
married and kept it secret a year so we could play ball. We were afraid Mr. Pew would
send us home! Mr. Pew was not only the basketball coach, but the president of the
college.

We told him after ball season was over, and I’ll never forget the look on his face.
He was a sweet, sweet man, but during ball season, he wanted us under strict mles.’'
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McKinnon and her husband graduated from Northwest Mississippi Community
College with teaching licenses, they both began their careers as teachers. Not only were
they beginning their careers in Mississippi County, Arkansas, they also started a family.
As their daughter Zillah grew older, the young couple placed their daughter's needs
before their own and moved to Lambert, Mississippi, and ultimately back to Pine Grove,
Mississippi, in Tippah County. While they loved Lambert, Mississippi, Willard could not
ignore the offer of the principal position in Pine Grove, Mississippi, where the school
desperately needed strong leadership. Also, being closer to home was the best for their
young daughter.

"‘My daughter is 69 years old. Can you believe that?”

Zillah moved to the Memphis area with her husband Jim King in 1960. Although

!'
Jim passed away a year ago, Zillah remains in Germantown, Tennessee.

“And she said, ‘Mother, I’ll never go back to Ripley.’ It’s not that she has
anything against Ripley, but she said,‘Mother I can count on one hand how many of my
classmates are there. They’ve all died!’ And they have. Cause she’ll call and tell me that
so-and-so died. At 60, they die.”

McKinnon receives similar reports from visitors from Ripley — one being JoAnn
Munn, the receptionist at McBride Funeral Home in Ripley, Mississippi. With each death
of a family member, friend or classmate, McKinnon’s view of what Ripley is to her
changes.
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“JoAnn Munn - she'll tell me things ever)' week, cause she's here once or twice
every week. And she tells me a lot that comes through McBride's. She's told me people
that's died. There's sure been a lot of them. A lot of‘em.'*

“I've always dreaded funerals. I don't know why, because I've always been the
strong one in my family. When things happen in my family, after Mom and Daddy died, I
was the one that had to be the leader - of the immediate family. But I guess it's age. But I
just hadn't wanted to go to funerals.

‘if I go to one. that means I can go to another one they think. So I just play it safe.
I just decided 1 was old enough to do as I please.”

She may not be in attendance at funerals, but McKinnon does not miss a single
Sunday service Magnolia Place holds in the lobby. In fact, McKinnon sees her new home
as her new church home.

While McKinnon lived in Tippah County, she was always involved with in the
ministries of First Baptist Church. The church moved from “the comer” down the street
to its present-day location while the couple taught in Arkansas. When McKinnon moved
back after seven years, her family moved right back into the new building, claimed their
unofficial assigned church pew and attended each Sunday.

Despite the changes of the church body and preachers over time, McKinnon
stayed faithful to the church.

“1 tell people, ‘I don't come up here to praise the preacher,”' McKinnon said. “I
come to hear the preacher preach, but it's God I'm praising.'’
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According to McKinnon, First Baptist Church still means everj^ing to her.
While deacons and members of the church offered to drive her to Ripley each Sunday for
church, McKinnon feels a strong conviction that you should support the church where
you are. And the church McKinnon attends is twenty yards away in the lobby of her
home. In fact. McKinnon sees Magnolia Place not only as her home and church, but also
her new mission field.

“Fm trying to get everyone on my hall to come to church on Sunday morning,
she said. “1 try to. And I get up there and half of us aren't there. Oh I’ll tell them at
breakfast,‘Now it’s Sunday morning.* Some ofthem don’t even know it’s Sunday from
Monday. Ms. Yancy don't."

McKinnon began to point through the cracked door down the hall to her
neighbors' doors. She called residents by name as she described their failing bodies and
faltering minds.

“I told them that they’re not exercising their brain and it’ll go dead! It s the truth!
The mind has to be exercised just like the body. But some ofthem don t know. We have
so much Alzheimer’s. I said, my goodness, I may have picked the wrong place! It may
rub off!”

Despite challenges such as dealing with senile residents, monotonous school-like
meals and constant reminders of life’s end, McKinnon is glad she chose Magnolia Place
as her new home.

I wouldn't take nothing for having come here. I've had fun."
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JOANN MUNN

JoAnn Munn \\ a\ ed with each ding of the bell hanging above the door at Daylight
Donuts. The morning crowd shared their updates on who is sick or well, grandchildren
and everyday news of Ripley. Mississippi. Munn has met each passing costumer at some
point during the 46 years she's li\ ed in this small town. Though she sees many people
while working at McBride Funeral Home, she considers the majority of her
acquaintances her children from when she worked as the secretary at Ripley High School.
As the instant cappuccino cooled in her hand, Munn remembered both the challenges and
rewards of her tw enty-seven years in Ripley High School.

Growing up on the outskirts of nearby New Albany, Mississippi, Munn recalls
going into the town of New Albany on Saturdays for 25 cent movies, riding from
Newton’s Dairy Bar to the BBQ Grill and hanging out and watching her brother play
basketball for the New Albany Bulldogs. After school, she would take the bus home, start
dinner and wait for her mother and brother to come home.

Soon after Munn graduated High School in 1965, she married her husband Erich
and moved to Ripley, Mississippi. After becoming the mother of two daughters, Munn
became the mother of 500 at Ripley High School in the summer of 1972.

“1 knew every child personally. I felt like that was important,” Munn said. “In the
office where you have 500 kids, unless you make an effort, you didn't know who they
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were. I wanted to know w ho that kid was when they passed down the hall so I could call
them by name."

Munn personalh ensured someone cared for the students of Ripley High School.
Before the introduction of computers in the 1980s. eveiy^ing was done by hand. She
hand-wrote the students* schedules and locker assignments and often took the extra step
to make each assignment special. For example, Munn remembers an eighth-grade girl
whose father died before the start of her ninth grade school year. She took additional
effort into assigning her locker next to her friends for comfort. The third principal Munn
worked under, Mr. Lynn McGee, insisted she assigned them by computer. Munn insisted,
“The computer doesn't have a heart."

She gave her heart to her students inside and outside of the school. Munn attended
pep rallies, football, basketball and baseball games. When Ripley High School added
girls’ basketball, tennis and swimming in the 70s, she would still attend though “no one
ever went.”

1 liked to see the kids and what they were into.

Though Munn’s love for her kids never changed, the school around her began to
evolve. The years brought three different principals, a couple of new teachers and several
different coaches. Girls chose to take advanced math and science courses instead of
traditional classes such as Home Economics. Of all the changes, perhaps the most
significant was the change in discipline.
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"Kids were so much more respectful back in the early 70s and 80s,” Munn said.
“The parents were very supportive of the school system. Whatever the teachers said.
went.”

Munn recalled the first principal she worked for saying,“Learning depends on
discipline.” While she whole-heartedly agreed, she felt teaches saw less value in
discipline and respect by the time she retired.

“As time went on, the less discipline the teachers would have and the more I had
to correct the kids to say 'yes ma'am,*” Munn said while wagging her finger.

Despite retiring from being a secretary at Ripley High School in July of 1999,
Munn never gave up on "her kids.”

My heart was so empty when I left those kids and teachers, Munn said.

Within three months. Munn said God opened up an unexpected opportunity to
minister to people in a different way.

She had worked when needed for McBride Funeral Home in the past, but in
October of 1999, she began as the office receptionist and clerical administrator. The work
was different from Ripley High School, but Munn felt the same importance for her job at
McBride just as she did at the high school. Munn was still “the mother.

“Many of the families we minister to at the funeral home are ones that I helped
raise,” Munn said. "I try to give them comfort and then 1 go on and do all of the
paperwork ... and there's a tremendous amount!"
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Munn assists grie\ ing families the moment they walk into McBride’s stainedglass foyer. She leads them down the hall and begins helping to set arrangements.
Everything from decisions on an open or closed casket, graveside services and jewelry
are finalized. Though the process is often difficult for families, according to Mimn,
having each detail determined is another way to comfort those who lost a loved one.

Whether helping to ease students for their future in high school or supporting
families through coping with death. Munn will always be “the mother.”
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TOMMY COVINGTON

Among the citizens of Ripley, there is no one whose historical knowledge
compares to that of Tommy Covington. Serving as Ripley, Mississippi's librarian for
over thirty-fi\ e years. Co\ ington also assumed the role of local historian - recreating
artwork, collecting documents and compiling archival scrapbooks on various subjects.
Although Covington retired as librarian in 2008, he still walks the couple blocks from his
house to the Ripley Public Library on a daily basis. He thumbs through tables of his
scrapbooks, helps the current librarian with her tasks and gladly answers townspeople's
history inquiries.

Tommy Covington wore blue jeans, a plaid shirt, thick suspenders and a Boston
Red Sox baseball cap with a Thoreau tin pin the size of a quarter covering the redscripted “B." He crossed his legs and talked about his life in Ripley. He began with his
birth and recounted the countless changes he witnessed throughout his life. His stories
kept revolving back to the center oftown and the center of his family: his grandparents.

In 1874, Covington's great grandfather purchased a farm east of Ripley. This farm
was passed down to Covington’s grandfather and in 1943, Covington was bom there.
When he was about three years old, he, his parents and his brother moved into town to be
close to Ripley Elementary School. Still, Covington recalls visiting his grandparent’s
farm frequently.
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It was not until around 1951 that the farm got electricity along with the rest ofthe county.
However. Covington noted his grandmother helped to maintain the telephone lines on the
farm in the 20*s and 30's. When his family moved to Ripley, they had electricity, but
could not afford a phone line.

"\ was used to ha\ ing a phone out there but when we moved to Ripley, we didn t
have a telephone. I guess it was too expensive for my family,'’ Covington said.

Party line telephones were the only source of information for Covington s
grandmother. His grandfather would go into town on Saturdays to trade and purchase
farm equipment. His grandmother, however, would only go into town “twice a year —
spring and fall,” according to Covington.

These trips were special and specific. Covington explained the necessity of these
trips.

“She didn't go to M.L. Finger, she’d go down a couple buildings to T.J. Cole to
buy fabric to make clothes and shoes,” Covington said.

The introduction of factories changed the way of living for Covington s
grandparents along with a large percentage of other families living in Tippah County.
Factories created a movement away from the farms and into the industrial workplace. The
shift away from agriculture also changed events such as “Cow Day.

Covington started describing “Cow Day” by comparing and contrasting it to
“First Monday.” Both were monthly events that brought crowds of men to the town
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square and created re\ enue for local businesses. However,“Cow Day” was an event that
pertained specifically to its name - a cow.

In the 1950s. Ripley merchants collectively bought a cow to raffle off once a
month. Throughout the month. the>- would give tickets for each purchase made at their
respective stores and would place that ticket into the raffle. According to Covington,
some people had tickets pasted to cardboard to keep track ofthem all.

“The town square was just full of people with their tickets. Ifs amazing how
many people were there. And they would have a drawing to give a cow away! Imagine,”
Covington said. “It w'ould be hard to give a cow away these days probably.”

Only a decade later. Covington witnessed changes that affected “Cow Day,” the
town square and transportation as a whole. Because more people could travel by car,
commerce spread away from the square to chain businesses such as Wal-Mart and large
supermarkets that ended small grocery stores on the square. With affordable automobiles,
Covington saw the passenger railroad line, the Gulf-Mobile and Ohio Railroad, and the
Greyhound bus route bypass Ripley.

Despite the physical structure of Ripley changing, Covington has faith that the
town will hold fast. Covington stated “change began on day one” and that “there’s
nothing as constant as change.” Through any changes the town undergoes, Ripley’s
history is preserved in permanent collections created by Covington and still resides in
past memories.

With one hand on his cell phone pressed against his ear and the other hand
digging through a pile of scrapbooks, Covington located a scrapbook on Colonel William
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Falkner and another on his ureal-izrandson. author and namesake, William Faulkner.
Covington said he did not know why he made scrapbooks. He joked that the word
“scrapbook" look on a new meaning with women in today's generation. He said perhaps
he began creating them as a \\ ay to keep a connection to the past. Regardless, they act as
cherished reminders of old Ripley - the Ripley of his parents, grandparents and great
grandparents out “on the farm."
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Plate 16 - The Dixie Theater, 1982
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Plate 22 - McKinnon in the Hall, 2013

Plate 23 - Munn’s Breakfast at Daylight Donuts, 2013
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I

f

I

1
1

(
\
}

Plate 27 - Ripley Hi^h School^ circa 1980
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Plate 28 - Ripley High School, 2013

f

/

)

2<3WE-

I

Si;7

Plate 29 - Ripley Public Library, 2013

I
I

I

-JM

I

t

I

Plate 30 - Covington in the Ripley Library, 2013
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Plate 32 - Falkner Scrapbooks
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Plate 37 - F'irs/ Monday Trade Day, 19io
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family^
The first telephone company, owned by the Pitner
^r Was the switchboard operator.

Plate 41 - Southwest Side ofthe Ripley Square, 1920
Horses and wagons gather on the square for trade. The Confederate monument was built in 1911 and
placed on the southwest corner of the square so people of the Rebel Express passenger train could see the
while passing through.
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Plate 42 - Southwest Side of the Ripley Square, 2013
"1 1970, the Confederate statue was moved to it’s current location on the east side of the
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Plate 44 - R.L. Nance & Co. Hardware Store, 2013
Now owned and operated C.L. Nance, son of R.L. Nance.
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Plate 45 - C.M. Thurmond-Harris Law Office, late 1920s
Thurmond. Colonel Falkner was murdered by R.J. Thurmond a
Law office of C.M.
buildings down on the west side of the square in 1889.
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Plate 46 - Vacant LoU 2013
in October
The well-known Renfro’s Cafe stood on this site after the Thurmond-Harris law office. X grease fire in
2011 destroyed the restaurant.
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Plate 47 - FHA and FFA Parade, 1949
The countywide ,
parade is seen
going through the west side of the Ripley square. The building on
old Ripley Hotel.’
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